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“IT’S IMPORTANT FOR PEOPLE TO KNOW 
THAT THEY CAN ACTUALLY CHANGE THINGS; 
THAT GOVERNMENT IS ACTUALLY FOR THE PEOPLE.” 

- VAC and Speakers Bureau Participant

Former Massachusetts Attorney General Martha Coakley with VAC Members

2



CONTENTS

5 Introduction
6 Levels of Engagement 
8 Successes
10 Keys to Success 
12 Challenges & Suggestions 
12 Conclusion 

The authors would like to extend 
their sincere appreciation to Danielle     
Dickinson and Jessica Lahens for       
contributing to this report. 

Deepest thanks to past and present 
members of EMPath's Voices Advocacy 
Council and Speakers Bureau. Their 
willingness to share their ideas and 
stories animates and advances our work. 

3

Cite as: Sedani, Chelsea and Liberman, Ruthie (2017).
Impacting Policy, Changing Lives: How to Effectively Engage 
Consumers in Advocacy.
Boston: Economic Mobility Pathways



“I LIKE BEING A VOICE FOR PEOPLE LIKE ME.”

- VAC and Speakers Bureau Participant
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INTRODUCTION

Economic Mobility Pathways (EMPath), formerly 
Crittenton Women’s Union, transforms lives by 
helping people move out of poverty and provides 
the tools for other institutions to systematically do 
the same. Part of what makes EMPath so 
successful, specifically in its advocacy work, is the 
involvement of current and former participants, who 
use their voices to advocate for themselves and 
other low-income families. 

These participants work together through EMPath’s 
Voices Advocacy Council (VAC) to create positive 
policy changes to help families escape poverty. 
The VAC harnesses the power of people’s voices 
and experiences to create and promote a policy 
agenda that leads to better opportunities for 
economic independence. It additionally helps 
participants practice the core skills of focusing their 
interests on solving a problem, developing a plan, 
acting on that plan, and seeing that when they do, 
positive things can result. This fosters personal 
agency, which participants can leverage to build 
success in all areas of their lives. This then allows 
them to better advocate for their own needs and 
their community. Participants can attend trainings 
to become more effective advocates, engage in 
various advocacy campaigns, speak at public 
hearings, and build relationships to help advance 
policy changes. 

The VAC was created in 2008. EMPath knew it 
was important to have a group where families 
could gather to learn skills, share experiences, 
influence policy, develop a social network and 
participate in various advocacy activities. The 

goal of the VAC was to involve past and current 
participants who were interested in advocating for 
policy changes that would promote economic 
independence for low-income families. Since its 
founding, the VAC has played a vital part in 
strengthening the self-efficacy of participants to 
become better advocates for themselves in various 
realms, like being front and center at public 
hearings, meetings, and events.  The direct 
engagement of participants helps inform and 
improve EMPath’s work, including influencing and 
carrying out policy initiatives. 

Since 2008, we have had approximately 40 
active members each year, about 15 of whom 
take on leadership roles including participating 
in our Speakers Bureau. Currently, VAC members 
inform and then advocate for many of the policy 
initiatives that they and EMPath have determined 
are priorities. These include bills regarding 
consumer debt, the creation of work study 
programs for families on welfare at community 
colleges, and additional support for students who 
attended for-profit schools. These women are 
passionate about using their voices and have 
made positive policy changes in Massachusetts. 
One participant, describes the work she does in 
using her voice as “paying it forward.” 
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LEVELS OF ENGAGEMENT

SPEAKERS BUREAU
Participating in the Speakers 
Bureau not only allows the 
stories of EMPath participants to 
be shared, it also encourages 
and empowers more participants 
to advocate for change.

Engagement in the Speakers 
Bureau includes testifying at a 
public hearing, facilitating or    
co-facilitating an advocacy 
training, and/or speaking at an 
advocacy or community event, 
to name a few. Participants 
receive personal mentoring and 
support from staff in EMPath’s 
advocacy department and 
acknowledgment gifts for their 
time. The dissemination of 
knowledge and the opportunity 
to share experiences to impact 
change are top priorities for VAC 
participants. 

One active participant stated, 
“It’s important for people to know 
that they can actually change 
things; that government is 
actually for the people.”  

Participants of the VAC receive training in the basics of advocacy, 
including voting, public speaking, targeted letter writing, and 
the legislative and budget processes of state and federal level 
governments. Participants are invited to attend bimonthly meetings 
and receive ongoing communication between meetings. They learn 
about other opportunities to engage in advocacy year-round which 
could involve public hearings, community organizing, and/or 
attending legislative meetings with EMPath staff and board 
members.

EMPath understands that not all participants can engage at the 
same level. With this knowledge, the VAC offers three levels of 
engagement. 

The first level involves participating in calls to action that do not 
require in-person attendance, such as phone calls or letters to 
public officials. 

The second allows for participation at the bimonthly meetings and/
or community advocacy events.  Over lunch at bimonthly meetings, 
different advocacy topics are presented in innovative and engaging 
ways. It is also a space for participants to share their struggles and 
successes to help inform EMPath’s policy agenda.

Participants who are engaged at the third level take on a 
leadership role through the Speakers Bureau. Speakers Bureau 
members educate the public (including public officials) about the 
successes and challenges of EMPath families and about EMPath's 
innovative economic mobility work.

Personal stories can collectively influence powerful stakeholders to 
help families via systems change.  The best way for us to engage 
public officials is to connect them directly with families to hear 
about their life experiences. 
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Voices Advocacy Council

LEVEL ONE
Participate in calls to action that do not require in-person attendance:

• Call or write to officials using EMPath templates that link directly to lawmakers
• Sign a letter or petition

LEVEL TWO
Participate in bimonthly meetings and/or advocacy events:

• Inform EMPath’s agenda by sharing experiences at meetings
• Discuss advocacy topics with VAC members and staff and guest presenters
• Attend a lobby day at the State House

LEVEL THREE
Participate in the Speakers Bureau

• Share personal stories publicly to educate the public, including officials
• Testify at a public hearing
• Facilitate an advocacy training
• Speak at an advocacy or community event

“I HAVE THE PRIVILEGE TO BE PART OF THE EMPATH 
FAMILY. I CALL IT A PRIVILEGE BECAUSE IT BOOSTED 
MY SELF-CONFIDENCE AND OPENED UP MANY DOORS 
TO NEW NETWORKS FOR ME.” 

- VAC and Speakers Bureau Participant
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SUCCESSES

In the years since its creation, the VAC has 
helped enact policy changes. As it grows and 
expands, the group is committed to continuing its 
success. One notable example is the passage of 
House Bill 3625, An Act Relative to Oversight of 
Private Occupational Schools, which established 
the Office of Private Occupational School 
Education. This office oversees the licensure and 
operations of private occupational schools 
(including for-profit schools) and responds to 
complaints filed. They have the resources to 
assist students who have attended these schools 
and feel they were victimized. The campaign for 
this bill grew out of concerns shared by 
participants related to their experiences with      
for-profit schools.  

The VAC’s advocacy has helped to increase 
funding for the Mass Rental Voucher Program 
(MRVP) which allowed over 3,000 individuals 
and families to receive housing assistance. VAC 
members have also preserved or increased 
funding for critical programs that support home 
visits to first time teen parents and provide 
education and training for families on welfare 
along with transportation assistance.  

The success of the VAC can be found not just in 
policy changes but in changes in the participants 
themselves. Members use their voices and 
experiences to advocate for change. Many 
participants are passionate about sharing their 
story and participating in advocacy to prevent

other women and families from struggling the 
way they did. VAC participants are enthusiastic 
about what it offers them. A longtime participant 
describes it as a “safe and empowering place,” 
that gave her “simplistic and accurate knowledge 
of public policy,” and provided her with “a way to 
use my voice to lobby for change.” She states, “I 
have the privilege to be a part of the EMPath 
family. I call it a privilege because it has boosted 
my self-confidence and opened up many doors to 
new networks for me."   

Martha, another longtime participant, states, “I 
like being a voice for people like me.” With the 
commitment and dedication of VAC members, 
EMPath will continue its advocacy success for 
years to come. Martha discovered the VAC while 
living in EMPath’s emergency shelter with her 
18-month-old son. She has now become a leader
among the group. Although in her initial
advocacy she was shy and hesitant, her
confidence and ability to advocate for the issues
she is passionate about have blossomed.  Today
she is eloquent and has the lived experience to
know what others struggling with poverty and its
related issues need. Starting with small events
with a couple of legislators, she has now been
the keynote speaker at large briefings. In any
scenario, the empowerment that her involvement
with the VAC gave her shines through. Martha
embodies these positive benefits thanks to her
VAC participation.

Former Massachusetts Governor Deval Patrick signing law to assist occupational school students
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The Stats

Approximately 40 active participants each year (since 2008)

In FY17, 10 VAC members have spoken at 11  different advocacy events

ADVOCACY AT-A-GLANCE

Current and former EMPath participants share their life experiences, including successes and 
challenges, with policy makers, the media, and others making the journey from poverty to economic 
stability through the Voices Advocacy Council (VAC).

Benefits of Membership
Build personal agency and engage in skill building workshops

Learn about the legislative and budget process and participate in lobbying visits and hearings

Train in advocacy basics, such as voting, public speaking, and lobbying

Respond to media requests, and serve on task forces

Network with members and community leaders
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KEYS TO SUCCESS

CHOICES
The VAC offers various levels of 
engagement. This allows participants to get 
involved in the group at their own pace. 
Being able to decide their level of 
involvement is important because it 
alleviates pressure, and participants do not 
feel pushed into anything that makes them 
feel uncomfortable. They are more likely to 
get involved and stay active if there are 
opportunities to engage at different levels.

PARTICIPANT-LED
The VAC is primarily participant-led, which 
allows members to use their strengths to 
address their personal needs. Participants 
guide the focus of the VAC and choose what 
they want to advocate for from year to year. 
This ensures the VAC is truly guided by what 
policy changes families actually need to be 
successful. 

The VAC has been successful because of four key elements:
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RELATIONSHIPS
Relationship building is essential to success. 
Since its inception, the building of 
relationships between participants, EMPath 
staff, public officials, and community 
partners has helped the VAC work towards 
its goals. Relationship building allows 
participants to build confidence in 
themselves and their advocacy work, and 
keeps them involved with the organization.

INCENTIVES & SUPPORT
Incentives are the final element of the VAC. 
Meetings often include a meal and a gift card           
raffle. If a participant decides to take on a
leadership role, they are provided with an 
acknowledgment gift for their participation
and time. EMPath also provides transportation 
assistance and child care reimbursement
(when needed) to those interested in
participating in VAC meetings and events.
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CHALLENGES & SUGGESTIONS
While the VAC has been a true success, with 
every success comes challenges.  Policy work 
can feel trivial to a family struggling with day to 
day stressors. One way we have addressed this 
issue is by hosting trainings that help participants 
to “connect the dots” between what they are 
facing on the ground and what is happening at 
the system/policy level that impacts their personal 
experience.  We find that once participants have 
a more comprehensive understanding of how 
policies impact their personal experience and 
how they can influence the process, the more 
they want to get involved to create changes in the 
system. 

Although connecting individual experience to big 
picture issues is important and often helpful for 
families, we have struggled to engage families 
who are actively in crisis in advocacy. We always 
want to ensure that whomever we are engaging 
in broader-based advocacy is also receiving help 
with any personal challenges they are facing. We 
continue to offer opportunities to get involved to 
all families, but they must decide if it is the right 
time for them, and at what level they can 
reasonably partake in advocacy efforts. Offering 
various levels of engagement helps draw in those 
participants who feel they cannot commit to 
another obligation. Not pressuring the 

CONCLUSION
Consumer advocacy can create a lasting impact 
both by improving the policies related to poverty 
and economic mobility and by helping 
participants gain knowledge, skills, and 
confidence.   Longtime VAC and Speakers 
Bureau participant, Grace, advises that other 
organizations looking to engage participants in 
advocacy, “create a safe place where people 
feel comfortable using their voice, allow 
members to have some control over the group 
by taking on leadership positions, 

participants to become involved and letting them 
set the pace is important for their already 
stressful and chaotic lives. Providing mentoring 
and support is another important way of solving 
this issue. When participants and their families 
are supported in an individualized way, it allows 
them to reach out and help others. We also 
celebrate small steps in order to empower and 
motivate participants. Participants who step into a 
leadership position deserve to feel proud. So too 
does the woman who asks a question, in a 
group, or writes a letter to a public official about 
an issue she is passionate about. Any step out of 
a member's comfort zone is an important step 
and should be supported and celebrated. This 
will also help improve future engagement.

The final challenge the VAC faces is lack of 
funding. Funding for advocacy work is hard 
to come by. There is a constant struggle for 
organizations who do advocacy to raise funds to 
support their work. Utilizing the help of interns 
and volunteers can keep expenses down and 
provide a rewarding intership experience.  A long 
time VAC participant stated that she enjoyed the 
new perspectives introduced by the interns.  
Interns and volunteers are passionate about the 
work they do and are excited to learn. 

and provide mentoring and support in order to 
develop strong relationships with members so 
they feel supported and motivated to participate.” 
Ultimately, involving participants in advocacy 
work creates a more impactful organization and 
brings about more effective policies that will truly 
help families reach their goals.
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